Until now, any care provider or academic seeking an overview of the emerging field of health literacy would have had a long search. Many books and articles on health literacy focus on a single audience or on a single, often abstract aspect of what is at essentially an applied science. Understanding Health Literacy provides a convenient source for students and professionals in any field who wish to explore practical information and approaches to health literacy. This concise and accessible book brings together new and previously published information. It provides a starting point for medical, public health, and other professionals to reduce the problems they and their clients may experience because of limited health literacy and even readers who keep up with the health literacy literature will find something of value in the synthesis provided by individual chapters.
The editors, including Joanne Schwartzberg of the American Medical Association, have done an outstanding job of bringing together many of the brightest minds that have lately been thinking about health literacy, and getting these authors to write succinctly on their areas of greatest expertise. The editors and authors of this book are some of the best experts in the field, although some views, such as those of media and social marketing experts and health care consumers, are missing. Retired Surgeon General David Satcher contributes remarks on culture and socioeconomics in a foreword that is readable and interesting.
The preface reminds the reader that little progress has previously been made in ensuring individuals' access to and understanding of health information. This book is organized to give the reader quick access to the information of greatest interest. Each chapter in this book is a freestanding, if advanced, overview to a different and somewhat difficult concept in health literacy.
While this approach makes the book particularly useful and accessible for readers wishing to pick and choose topics of interest, repetition of information across chapters and the lack of a single comprehensive bibliography make it difficult to read from start to finish. There is also considerable variation in tone of the text and the depth of the bibliography across sections. However, the technique pays off overall, providing a clearly laid out review of a broad literature and a valuable resource for students and professionals wishing to become familiar with the practical implications of limited health literacy.
The book is divided into 4 sections, each of which sets out to address a different area of health literacy. The first section provides an overview and the chapter on epidemiology is particularly thorough and clear. While some points in the second section (The Patient Perspective) on the details of large literacy surveys are difficult to understand, the material on integrating National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) levels and the communication of health information is a useful example of the integration of concepts that is the strength of this book. In contrast, the chapter on the meaning of low literacy provides fewer examples of a direct relationship between health literacy and health care. In the third section, excellent material is included from a range of sources to address health literacy and communication and in the fourth section, factors relating to health literacy and delivery of care is addressed. The discussion of literacy in health settings extends to complex questions such as whether it is desirable or beneficial to assess patient literacy, and provides clear implications for the medical and public health professions.
One important point that appears to receive little attention is the potential for individuals with adequate literacy to experience difficulties accessing and understanding health information. This has been addressed in other publications but is too important to be overlooked here. In contrast, the sometimes detailed discussion of the theoretical bases of health literacy concepts is inappropriate here, as is the complex language often used to describe health literacy theory. It would be preferable if references had been provided for those readers who sought more detailed information in further reading. While the discussion of literacy and outcomes is well grounded in the published medical literature, other parts of the book provide anecdotal information that is not evidence-based and may perpetuate a lack of clarity between Findings and opinions in the field of health literacy. The writing is dense at times, using nonstandard abbreviations, jargon, and figures that do little to clarify the text or move the chapters forward. While many health literacy concepts are indeed complex, a clear presentation of these concepts would be welcome. However, the faults are worth overlooking for the simple reason that Understanding Health Literacy provides practical implications of health literacy theory to medical and public health practice. While these implications are not as consistently strong throughout the book as would he wished for, they are well supported. Medical and public health students and practitioners, as well as students and professionals in other fields, are likely to benefit from this book, and from considering these implications seriously in their professional lives. --Lynn Nielsea-Bohlman, University of Maryland University College, College Park, MD.
